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	1. Chapter 1

Iruka walked in the semi-darkness, and came to a halt under a small apple tree with tiny green apples on it. Beneath the tree he saw something odd, familiar. Crouching down he peered at the small object, and then around about the place. Nobody was there, no telltale sign of someone watching. He knew nobody was around, but he was still surprised to find that small object there.

With one hand Iruka snatched up the object, and looked at it, knowing full well who belonged to it. He frowned, and shifted back before standing again. With a confused glance around, he turned back around and went back to the same building from which he had come, trudging back up the stairs. Each step made him certain that something was very wrong. He sighed, and got to the door where he knocked urgently, just in case the person inside was caught unawares. That happened more often than not, but he would never say that aloud.

Iruka went inside, spoke for a moment with the woman inside, bowed, and then slipped back out. He ducked his head with another hopeless sigh, and then turned away to go home. The night had already become completely dark, and he was absorbed in thought about the mystery. He had not expected to be involved in the strange disappearances that had been occurring lately through Konoha. He had not expected to find that book on the ground a week after Kakashi-san had disappeared; and it made him uncomfortable and worried. Kakashi san was not a weak ninja, and was never seen without that little orange book. He felt hopeless that the search for him and a few other citizens of Konoha, would ever be fruitful.

Iruka went home that night with a terrible feeling, but he tried to distract himself. The darkness in Tsunade-sama's eyes seemed to match his feeling when he had presented the book to her earlier. All alone in his room Iruka felt the pain come over him and a few lonely tears fell down his face, and he wiped them away furiously. He tried to reassure himself that Kakashi would be back, but he didn't really believe it. Iruka had begun to rely on Kakashi as a friend and a companion, and he was shocked to have lost that relationship without explanation or warning. He was angry at Kakashi and wondering if he was ever going to get closure.

It hadn't been until Kakashi's sudden disappearance that Iruka realized the depth of his feelings for him. Kakashi had begun to make small talk with him and then invite him out to eat ramen at Ichiraku's. They would sit for hours eating and talking, and sometimes laughing while drinking at a bar afterwards. Iruka had slept at Kakashi's house a couple of times, and Kakashi at Iruka's as well. The close friendship had been something Iruka had been missing in his life for a long time. He had never had someone who seemed so attuned to his needs, and personality. Kakashi was an odd guy, but he was also subtly caring and reliable.

"You're too good to me, Iruka-sensei," Kakashi would tease, if Iruka insisted on paying.

"Friends treat friends, that's just the way it is, Kakashi," Iruka had chastised him, gently.

"Hn," Kakashi grunted, looking somewhat forlorn.

"I am your friend, right?" Iruka would poke him, smiling a bit.

"Nnn?" Kakashi would drink from his glass and then glare at him for teasing.

"What are you drinking?"

"Hana Fuji Apple Sake," Kakashi slurred.

"Ohh, that sounds good," Iruka had ordered some too, and it was mouth puckering, delicious.

"I have a mission coming up," Kakashi said, softly. "I think I sold my soul for these missions."

"What do you mean?"

"My soul, it's corrupt isn't it?" Kakashi smiled. "Like a poisoned apple."

"No, no, no. You're a good man, and you can't change that, so that's why you are taking your missions so hard. Don't take them to heart, Kakashi-san," Iruka said, trying to console him.

Kakashi had not answered, but had slumped and continued to drink, as if chasing his demons away with the sake. He drank deeply until he was leaning against Iruka, his muscles relaxed and bulging into Iruka's arms as he tried to steady Kakashi. They stumbled home, to Iruka's apartment and sprawled onto the bed together. It had been after two am and Iruka was half asleep and Kakashi was completely out of it. Then it seemed suddenly the man came awake, his arms up and around Iruka. In the dark room Iruka could feel the other man pull off the mask and press his lips against Iruka's with a soft brush of moist skin. It was a shock, and Iruka stiffened and struggled to get free.

Kakashi was so strong Iruka couldn't escape.

"Kakashi-san?" Iruka called.

"Yes?" Kakashi whispered against his face, the smell of apple flavored sake was making Iruka's head spin.

Kakashi touched his neck and face, and then he collapsed into the bed, asleep. Iruka huffed a sigh, his nerves shot, and his face tingling. It had been a mistake of course, and he wouldn't mention it. They were both lonely, and tormented by pasts they couldn't forget. Iruka understood the need for human contact, comfort. He helped Kakashi roll all the way onto the bed and placed a blanket on top of him. Then he left the room and slept on the couch.

The next week Kakashi had come back from a mission, and then disappeared.

He had left no trace or evidence of where he had gone, nor why. Iruka had been stunned but then expected Kakashi to be back. It wasn't unusual for the hokage to send ninja on mysterious missions. Secret assignments were a quid pro quo for ninja who wanted to work and get paid as well as Kakashi did. However when Iruka had brought the book, her face said that she didn't know any more than he did, and that was a frightening realization.
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	2. Chapter 2

**_Review? You want to. You will review. These are my jedi mind tricks. Yes. Do it._**

Something was going on but nobody was talking. Iruka was not made privy to the secrets of Anbu, but he saw more than one masked shinobi come into the mission room. This rarely happened, so it alerted Iruka that something else was up. As usual, he kept his head down and his mouth shut. Nobody seemed willing to say a word about it so he assumed it was out of his jurisdiction. He was sure they would take care of things, and his faith was ever in their hands. They were using the mission room like it was a meeting place for their missions, but Iruka knew they had their own floor for that. It was odd.

Iruka managed to curtail his curiosity. He told himself sternly that this was not his business- yet. He made his way out of the mission room, still pondering the secrets of the Anbu. Then something completely blew these thoughts from his mind. When he got to Ichiraku's that night for dinner, the ramen stand was boarded up and had a 'Closed' sign on it. This was something that had never happened before. That was the last straw as far as he was concerned. The outrage inside of him had reached its peak, and he stormed once again, back to the building where he had come, and into the office on the top floor.

"I'm sorry Tsunade-sama, but I must ask you what happened-" Iruka began, after a quick knock, shoving himself inside.

"Ah, Iruka-kun... I was debating... but I suppose since you're so eager..." Tsunade murmured, slipping her flask into her pocket.

"Ichiraku's is closed!?" Iruka shouted.

The Anbu beside the desk shifted as if exasperated about his priorities. Iruka glanced at him blandly and then at his boss, who sat back with a small belch, and an off hand apology for it. Iruka was still in shock, and trying to accept it. It was upsetting to have his favorite place closed overnight, without warning.

"I'm terribly sorry to be the one to tell you this, Iruka-kun, but something terrible has happened. You may want to sit," Tsunade said.

Shizune approached with a small folding chair and placed it in front of the desk. Iruka sat slowly, bending stiffly at the knee, on the edge of the chair. He didn't know what the news was but tried to brace himself for the worst. Had they found Kakashi? Was he dead?

"Teuchi was attacked. He was found collapsed inside the ramen stand, pale and weak," Tsunade explained.

"Is he alright?"

Tsunade was looking at a file, perhaps complete with pictures, and chewed on her lower lip. The silence was making Iruka sweat, but her words so far seemed to indicate the man was not dead.

"He's alive, but only just. It seems as if he is anemic, and feverish. The healers haven't updated me yet, since they just found him this morning," Tsunade explained. "I don't know who would attack the most popular chef in Konoha... but that person has just crossed a line."

Iruka nodded, too shocked to speak.

"Not only that but someone broke into Kakashi's apartment," Tsunade said.

"What? Why?"

"I don't know, but a neighbor saw someone going inside and heard them rummaging around in there, before they left. The Anbu checked the place, and said stuff had been strewn around, and some things seemed to be missing." Tsunade explained.

"Hmmm. That's strange. It wasn't a friend with a spare key?" Iruka asked.

"Not that we know of. We asked Gai, Asuma, Genma... they were surprised," Tsunade said. "They don't have an extra key and according to them Kakashi would never give one out, ever."

"Probably not," Iruka agreed sadly.

This was not good news, and it only exacerbated the problem. The fact was there was really nothing they could do but wait. With that thought Iruka began to deflate, he'd had a full day of teaching and then worked in the mission room, worrying the whole time. Not only had he worked hard, but he had still not eaten dinner, so he was exhausted and aggravated. He hadn't slept much the night before, to top it all off.

"If you don't mind, I'll be going then," Iruka said, politely. "Thank you for telling me..."

"My door's always open, as you know," Tsunade replied.

"Yes, Tsunade-sama," Iruka bowed, before leaving.

Iruka went home. He cooked his own instant ramen from a cup. It was horrible. After a few bites he threw the whole thing away before he got halfway through. He ended up ranting to himself, pacing the apartment and crying miserably from hunger. Of course he didn't like to think about where those tears were really coming from, so he cursed his empty cabinets and his terrible luck. There was always the Udon and Soba stand, but it wasn't the same. He wanted ramen, and he wanted it from Ichi-rakus, darnit!

Finally, he fell asleep at the kitchen table, with a single chopstick in one hand and a red pen in the other, defeated.

In the middle of the night he woke suddenly, and sat up in bed. He found himself in his bedroom unexpectedly, the window wide open, and the curtains flapping with the wind. The room was frigid, since it was winter still. He was in a t-shirt and thin pajama pants, and shivering like a small dog. Iruka sat up, touched his loose hair, and searched the dark room. He couldn't remember what day it was, or why he was alarmed and wide awake in the middle of the night. All he knew was his window was open and it was dark outside.

Iruka grabbed the clock, and stared at it. It said 3:15 am but his brain wasn't processing the information because he was tired and confused. He sat there for a while, and then stared at the open window until a frigid blast of icy air swooshed through him. Iruka gasped and leaped toward the window, and slammed it shut. He stood leaning against the windowsill, peering out into the darkness, and breathing fog onto the pane. Then he stood up, and rubbed his eyes.

He didn't know what he was looking for, but he had a feeling that he had just missed something. Iruka didn't remember falling asleep in the bed... but maybe he had just gotten up and walked there, half awake. It was fine, he had to work later, so he had to get some rest. Iruka tried to go back to bed, wrapping himself in the warm comforter. For a while he closed his eyes. An hour later and he was still unable to sleep, no matter how much he tossed and turned. He just couldn't keep his eyes closed. He couldn't stop thinking.

Iruka kept remembering the last time he had seen Kakashi. He had been collecting mission scroll reports, and had been feeling ill. Iruka didn't have medicine, so he had to wait until he got home. It was a three hour shift, following his 6 hour school day. After he'd arrived, he had just taken the scrolls like a robot, but held off on stamping them, just in case they needed to be revised. He had no intention of stamping them yet. However he didn't have the energy to put this disclaimer on his desk in writing, nor to explain this to each and every person that came by. He was sick; he could barely greet those people.

So when Kakashi came in, strutting and reading, Iruka hardly even looked up to see his face. Kakashi handed him the scroll with a look of expectation, that Iruka missed, and drooped in disappointment when Iruka didn't respond. The scroll went into the in-box on the desk with Iruka's name on it, and then he went back to leaning on the desk, feeling horrible. People continued to come and go but Iruka didn't have the energy to talk much.

"You're not going to get anything out of him today, Kakashi," another voice drawled.

"Why not?" Kakashi asked, turning toward the other person.

Iruka glared down at his desk, but couldn't lift his head because he was aching and had a fever. He hunched down into his sweater and tucked his hands into his vest, waiting for the last hour to be over so he could go home. His back and joints were aching, and sore. It felt like his entire body was in agony.

"He's sick, so he won't be able to yell at you until tomorrow, earliest," Genma laughed. "The worst thing he could do to you now is sneeze on you and get you sick too."

"Oh," Kakashi said, but he seemed to brighten up again for some reason.

Iruka did not take that tone as a good sign. He shifted a little but the pain throbbed in his head and neck and he froze.

"Iruka-sensei, I hope this is good enough, I may have skipped a few sections though, but you can help me right?" Kakashi asked.

"Hn."

"Thanks," Kakashi said, before leaving.

Before he got to the door, Kakashi turned back and tossed a small apple at Iruka, which thudded against his chest and fell on the desk. Iruka stared at it, remembering distantly, the night they had gotten drunk on apple sake.

"I can't eat this... you idiot! I can't even..." Iruka trailed off, wheezing.

"Hah! You really know how to get under people's skin, Kakashi," Genma observed. "You got him to shout in this condition! You really have a talent."

"Do you want me to help you cut that?" Kakashi asked, contrite.

"Hn," Iruka moaned.

So Kakashi grabbed a chair, spinning it around on one leg, to sit on it backwards. Then he grabbed his kunai and sliced the skin and the apple in one minute, making the slices like little bunnies. Iruka was impressed in spite of himself. Also he was annoyed because he could hardly move and Kakashi was showing off. He smiled at Iruka with a wolfish grin, baring his teeth.

"I hope that's clean," Iruka had whispered.

"Of course it is. I use this kunai on missions when I eat," Kakashi said.

Looking back on it Iruka realized it was the kindest thing anybody had ever done for him. Kakashi had even helped him tell his superior that he was ill. Iruka was too weak to even help him explain it, and he was sent home early. Kakashi proceeded to help him get to his apartment.

Since his parents died, Iruka had taken care of himself. He pushed himself to work every day, no matter how sick he was. So when someone was thoughtful enough to help him, Iruka knew he was in their debt. The fact that the mission report scroll was filled out half way and Kakashi had purposely been trying to annoy him was overshadowed by how he had helped Iruka out. Now that Kakashi was gone, it felt like Iruka was just realizing how important he was. Not only to Konoha and Naruto. Not only as a ninja. It was hard to feel so much regret over someone who wasn't even officially dead yet, but who had merely disappeared. Iruka feared that Kakashi wasn't coming back though, that some strange twist of fate had taken him away forever.

It was so odd for people to just drop off of the face of the village. Woosh, just gone, just like that. There had to be some explanation.

Because of this Iruka couldn't rest that night, and so he began to think. He paced the room, and then the apartment. Finally he had to get outside, even if it meant facing the cold air. The desolate feeling and the sense of loss within him was not going away, no matter what he did. The walls of his apartment were only causing him more pain, confining him. They only made him feel trapped inside himself, looking at all of the mistakes he had made, seeing his flaws clearly surrounding him like a looking glass. The images he found there were distorted by time and his own imagination.

As soon as he got outside he felt a bit of relief. He walked purposely but didn't consciously plan to go anywhere. He simply walked, his scarf protecting his neck, and his hat warming his ears as he moved. New Year's Eve had long since passed and the holidays were long over, which might have contributed to his sense of sorrow. The nostalgia for the past was was creeping through his mind, making him tempted to reminisce about times long gone, and other people he could no longer be with.

No! Iruka scolded himself, vehemently. He was a man now, he didn't have time for this nonsense. He had put that all behind him, but the new pain was bringing it back again, in spite of his protests. The certainty that he had lost someone, a friend, now threatened to bring those other losses back to him. He didn't want to relive his past again.

Iruka stopped when he got to the building he had been searching for unconsciously. It was a brick one, with paper lanterns with the Konoha symbol on them. They glowed in the darkness and seemed to welcome him with their warmth. It was Kakashi's apartment building, which someone had broken into. Iruka stood staring up at it, but couldn't make himself walk up those stairs.

"Where are you, Kakashi-san? Naruto will be crushed if you aren't back soon." Iruka said, his breath clouding around him like mist, and evaporating.

That was when he saw the movement in Kakashi's apartment, as some shadow walked by the bare window.
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End file.
